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Thousands of Qatar’s majority-expatriate workforce 

have lost their jobs as a result of a downturn caused by 
coronavirus disruption. Many have been unable to travel 
home on normal commercial flights which have been dis-
rupted as countries have imposed restrictions on arrivals 
to contain the virus. 

India has so far operated 33 special charter flights to 
repatriate almost 6,000 of its citizens stranded in Qatar, 
according to Delhi. The news site of Egypt’s state-run 
Al-Ahram newspaper reported that the 174-strong 
group had arrived in Cairo with passengers required to 
quarantine at home for 14 days. Last week Cairo’s emi-
gration ministry said 18 flights would bring back home 
3,000 Egyptians stuck in Qatar. 

Sunday’s flight followed a rare street protest on May 
31 by stranded Egyptians brandishing passports outside 

their country’s unoccupied embassy. Walid Abdo, a 26-
year-old Egyptian graphic designer, said after the 
protest that he had “been living in Qatar without work 
since March 15”.  “I lost my job due to the coronavirus 
crisis,” along with more than 200 others from his compa-
ny, he said. He told AFP that “almost 700 people” who 
had been employed by security firms “have been termi-
nated and want to return” home. “There are families 
without a breadwinner here. We cannot (easily) return to 
Egypt because of the severing of ties and the absence of 
direct flights.” 

As global recession looms, Qatar’s energy production, 
hospitality and aviation have been particularly hard hit, 
with top employers like Qatar Airways and Qatar 
Petroleum warning of major redundancies. A Qatar 
Airways memo seen by AFP on Monday said the com-
pany will slash the salaries of some of its pilots and 
make others redundant to offset the revenue collapse 
caused by the coronavirus pandemic. Doha-based 
sports broadcaster BeIN will also shed around 100 jobs 
and cut some salaries in response to the virus downturn 
and the fallout from piracy of its output, sources with 
knowledge of the matter said. —  AFP 
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Social media reports meanwhile published more 

details about the activities of the Bangladeshi suspect, 
who has been operating a large network that sold visas 
at high rates to Bangladeshis. Some sites claimed he had 
gifted close to 100 influential people with luxury cars 
and paid bribes worth millions of dinars, in addition to 
being a main stakeholder in companies with Kuwaiti 
partners. 

MP Mohammad Hayef sent questions to the minis-
ters of commerce and justice asking for any licenses in 
the name of the Bangladeshi MP. He demanded copies 

of all commercial licenses or contracts in his name reg-
istered at the two ministries. 

Meanwhile, the Assembly was to debate two grillings 
yesterday. The first is against Education Minister Saud 
Al-Harbi for not ending the current school year due to 
the coronavirus pandemic. It was filed by MP Faisal Al-
Kandari. The second is against Finance Minister Barrak 
Al-Sheetan for violations allegedly committed in con-
tracts signed during the coronavirus crisis, claims of 
losses in Kuwaiti investments, and failure to take proper 
actions against corruption cases and public debt. 

Sheetan has denied any wrongdoing and also denied 
rumors that he has resigned to avoid the grilling. The 
grilling could lead to no-confidence motions against the 
ministers, both of which will be voted on in the Assembly 
after eight days. To pass, they need the support of 25 
elected MPs, as ministers are not allowed to vote on no-
confidence motions.

2 lawmakers deny 
any link to...
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An Indian army officer in the region told AFP 

that there had been no shooting in the incident, on 
precipitous, rocky terrain in the strategically impor-
tant Galwan Valley. “It was violent hand-to-hand 
scuffles,” the officer said on condition of anonymity. 

Beijing yesterday confirmed a clash took place, 
but made no mention of casualties. It accused 
Indian soldiers of crossing into Chinese territory 
and “attacking Chinese personnel”. Foreign ministry 
spokesman Zhao Lijian said Indian troops “crossed 
the border line twice... provoking and attacking 
Chinese personnel, resulting in serious physical 
confrontation between border forces on the 
two  sides”. “We again solemnly request that India 
follows the relevant attitude and restrains its front-
line troops,” he said. 

On May 9, several Indian and Chinese soldiers were 
injured in a clash involving fists and stone-throwing at 
Naku La in India’s Sikkim state, which borders Bhutan, 
Nepal and China. But the Chinese foreign ministry said 
only last week that a “positive consensus” had been 
reached following “effective communication” through 
diplomatic and military channels. 

In a later statement, India’s foreign ministry said 

the two sides would “continue the military and 
diplomatic engagements to resolve the situation and 
to ensure peace and tranquility in the border areas”. 
However, Indian sources and news reports suggest-
ed that Chinese troops remained in parts of the 
Galwan Valley and of the northern shore of the 
Pangong Tso lake that it occupied in recent weeks. 

India and China have never even agreed on how 
long their “Line of Actual Control” frontier is, and 
each side uses different frontier proposals made by 
Britain to China in the 19th century to back their 
claims. India gives a figure of 3,500 km. China does 
not give a number, but state media says the border 
should be just 2,000 km when China’s claims in 
Jammu, Kashmir, Ladakh and other regions are tak-
en into account. 

Relations between China and India have long 
been prickly. They fought a brief war in 1962 in 
which China took territory from India. Further 
deadly clashes followed in 1967, but the last shot 
fired in anger was in 1975. In 2017 there was a 72-
day showdown after Chinese forces moved into the 
disputed Doklam plateau on the China-India-
Bhutan border. After that India’s Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi and Chinese leader Xi Jinping 
sought to ease tensions at summits. 

Alice Wells, the top US State Department offi-
cial for South Asia, said last month that China was 
seeking to upset the regional balance and had to 
be “resisted”. US President Donald Trump also 
offered to mediate, but both countries sidestepped 
the offer. — Agencies 

Indian, Chinese  
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The hajj, a must for able-bodied Muslims at least 

once in their lifetime, represents a major potential 
source of contagion as it packs millions of pilgrims 
into congested religious sites. But any decision to 
limit or cancel the event risks annoying Muslim 
hardliners for whom religion trumps health con-
cerns. 

It could also trigger renewed scrutiny of the 
Saudi custodianship of Islam’s holiest sites – the 
kingdom’s most powerful source of political legiti-
macy. A series of deadly disasters over the years, 
including a 2015 stampede that killed up to 2,300 
worshippers, has prompted criticism of the king-
dom’s management of the hajj. 

“Saudi Arabia is caught between the devil and 
the deep blue sea,” Umar Karim, a visiting fellow at 
the Royal United Services Institute in London, told 
AFP. “The delay in announcing its decision shows it 
understands the political consequences of can-
celling the hajj or reducing its scale.” 

The kingdom is “buying time” as it treads cau-
tiously, the South Asian official said. “At the last 
minute if Saudi says ‘we are ready to do a full hajj’, 
(logistically) many countries will not be in a position” 
to participate, he said. Amid an ongoing suspension 
of international flights, a reduced hajj with only local 
residents is a likely scenario, the official added. 

A decision to cancel the hajj would be a first 
since the kingdom was founded in 1932. Saudi 

Arabia managed to hold the pilgrimage during pre-
vious outbreaks of Ebola and MERS. But it is strug-
gling to contain the virus amid a serious spike in 
daily cases and deaths since authorities began eas-
ing a nationwide lockdown in late May. In Saudi 
hospitals, sources say intensive care beds are fast 
filling up and a growing number of health workers 
are contracting the virus as the total number of cas-
es has topped 130,000.  

To counter the spike, authorities this month 
tightened lockdown restrictions in the city of 
Jeddah, gateway to the pilgrimage city of 
Makkah.  “The hajj is the most important spiritual 
journey in the life of any Muslim, but if Saudi Arabia 
proceeds in this scenario it will not only exert pres-
sure on its own health system,” said Yasmine Farouk 
from the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace. “It could also be widely held responsible for 
fanning the pandemic.” 

A cancelled or watered-down hajj would repre-
sent a major loss of revenue for the kingdom, which 
is already reeling from the twin shocks of the virus-
induced slowdown and a plunge in oil prices. The 
smaller year-round umrah pilgrimage was already 
suspended in March. Together, they add $12 billion 
to the Saudi economy every year, according to gov-
ernment figures. 

A negative decision would likely disappoint mil-
lions of Muslim pilgrims around the world who often 
invest their life savings and endure long waiting lists 
to make the trip. “I can’t help but be heartbroken – 
I’ve been waiting for years,” Indonesian civil servant 
Ria Taurisnawati, 37, told AFP as she sobbed. “All 
my preparations were done, the clothes were ready 
and I got the necessary vaccination. But God has 
another plan.” — AFP  

Saudi faces hajj 
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entered Idlib on June 11. Syria’s economy has 

been battered by nine years of war compounded by 
a financial crisis in neighboring Lebanon, which had 
served as a conduit to bring dollars into govern-
ment-held areas. The value of the Syrian pound has 
plummeted in recent days on the informal market, 
sending prices skyrocketing, shuttering shops and 
sparking rare anti-government protests in the coun-
try’s regime-held south. 

At one point last week, the pound sank to 3,000 
to the dollar, more than four times the official rate 
of around 700, and 60 times its pre-2011 rate. The 
spike comes ahead of the introduction of new US 
sanctions from June 17, and after the sudden fall 
from grace of tycoon and cousin of the president, 
Rami Makhlouf, that has left other top business-
men on edge. 

“The Syrian pound will continue to circulate in 
liberated areas but its use will be reduced to a mini-
mum,” the local official said. Under the new meas-
ures, the Salvation Government last week set the 
price for a loaf of bread at two Turkish lira (less than 

$1). An AFP correspondent said that gas stations on 
Sunday started to list their prices in Turkish lira. 

Idlib is held by jihadist and rebel groups, many 
of them backed by Turkey, one of the main foreign 
protagonists in Syria’s war.  Ankara has deployed 
forces in several military posts it established in 
Idlib as part of a 2018 deal with regime ally 
Moscow. Turkey also controls a stretch of territory 
along its border in neighboring Aleppo province 
following a series of military offensives since 2016. 
In these areas, the lira is already being used as the 
main currency instead of the Syrian pound in a sign 
of Ankara’s growing influence. 

Meanwhile, Turkey and Libya’s internationally 
recognized government are discussing possible 
Turkish use of two military bases in the North 
African country, a Turkish source said on Monday, 
with a view to a lasting Turkish presence in the 
south Mediterranean. No final decisions have been 
made over possible Turkish military use of the 
Misrata naval base and the Al-Watiya air base, 
which was recently recaptured by the Turkish-
backed Government of National Accord (GNA). 

A more permanent air and naval presence in 
Libya could reinforce Turkey’s growing influence in 
the region, including in Syria, and boost its claims to 
offshore oil and gas resources. Turkey has also 
flagged possible energy and construction deals with 
Tripoli once the fighting ends. 

The GNA has in recent months driven back 

Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National Army (LNA) – sup-
ported by Russia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt 
and France – turning the tide on a 14-month conflict 
that has displaced an estimated 200,000 people. 
While all sides say they want a truce, heavy clashes 
have emerged near the LNA-held coastal city of 
Sirte, which is close to major energy export termi-
nals on the Mediterranean seaboard. 

Russia and Turkey postponed high-level talks on 
Libya, scheduled for Sunday in Istanbul, due to dis-
cord over the GNA’s push to retake Sirte, another 
Turkish official said. “Turkey using Al-Watiya ... is on 
the agenda,” said the first source, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity. “It could also be possible for the 
Misrata naval base to be used by Turkey.” 

Turkey has a military base in Qatar and in 2017 
added troops there amid a row between Doha on 
the one hand and Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the United 
Arab Emirates and Bahrain on the other. Ankara 
threw its support behind the government in Tripoli 
last year after the GNA signed a maritime demarca-
tion accord that it says gives Turkish drilling rights 
near Crete, but that is opposed by Greece, Cyprus, 
Israel and the European Union. 

A Libyan naval base in particular would “institu-
tionalize” Turkey’s influence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and give it leverage over Arab and 
European adversaries, said Galip Dalay, Fellow at 
Robert Bosch Academy. 

Russia’s foreign ministry said on Sunday it was 

pursuing a “prompt ceasefire” and that Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov would reschedule the meet-
ing that was set for Sunday with his Turkish coun-
terpart, Mevlut Cavusoglu. “A result was supposed 
to come out (of the meetings), but that stage could 
not be reached. There are issues where the two 
countries are on opposing sides,” the second 
Turkish official told Reuters. “One of the main 
issues for the postponement of the Lavrov visit is 
the (GNA’s) plan for an operation into Sirte...which 
has emerged as a target.” 

The Kremlin did not comment on the postpone-
ment. Cavusoglu said on Monday it was unrelated to 
any issues on “core principles”. The United Nations 
said last week the warring sides had begun new 
ceasefire talks in Libya after GNA forces, helped by 
Turkey, repelled a protracted LNA assault on the 
capital Tripoli. 

Sirte, about halfway between GNA-held Tripoli 
and LNA-held Benghazi, is the closest city to 
Libya’s main energy export terminals. Haftar’s forces 
seized the city in January and the conflict’s new 
frontline has emerged just to the west. “Russia wants 
Turkey and the GNA to halt military operations, par-
ticularly not attacking Sirte, Jufra and the oil cres-
cent - and Ankara has rebuffed this demand,” said 
Dalay. “If Turkish-Russian talks don’t bear fruit, we 
might then see escalation both in Libya and in 
Syria’s Idlib region”, where Ankara and Moscow 
also back opposing sides, he said. — Agencies 

Idlib adopts 
Turkish lira...

TRIPOLI: The smell of gunpowder still lingered in 
the battle-scarred south of Libya’s capital when 
Hicham Suleiman, a teacher in his 50s, cautiously 
returned to his home. He left his car some 400 m from 
his house and continued on foot, anxious about boo-
by traps hidden by retreating forces, like the one that 
days earlier had killed his neighbor. Only the sound of 
Suleiman’s footsteps broke the silence in the Tripoli 
outer suburb of Al-Khalla, which until several weeks 
ago had been a battlefront for more than one year. 

When Hicham reached his property, he found the 
garden gate blown away by a shell and the house 
half-destroyed, a sight he said left him heartbroken. 
“It’s not just because of my destroyed house, but the 
way the war has transformed my neighborhood,” he 
said. “It’s as if a huge meteorite hit it.” 

Oil-rich Libya has been torn by years of violence, 
drawing in tribal militias, jihadists and mercenaries, 
since the 2011 toppling and killing of longtime dictator 
Muammar Gaddafi in a Western-backed uprising. The 
latest escalation started on April 4, 2019, when 
strongman Khalifa Haftar, a former Gaddafi loyalist 
and onetime CIA asset, attacked Tripoli, the seat of 
the UN-recognized Government of National Accord 
(GNA). 

Hundreds died and some 200,000 people were 
displaced by the onslaught of Haftar forces backed by 
the United Arab Emirates, Egypt and Russian merce-
nary forces. But then the GNA, with stepped-up sup-
port from Turkey, pushed back the would-be invaders 
and launched a lightening counter-offensive that has 
reclaimed all of northwestern Libya. The United 
Nations last week voiced “horror” over reports that 
eight mass graves had been discovered in Tarhuna, 
formerly the main rear base of Haftar forces southeast 
of Tripoli. 

The scale of destruction is staggering in Al-Khalla 
– a strategic crossroads south of Tripoli – but many 
families want their homes back nonetheless, to stop 
drifting from shelter to shelter. “I put all my savings 
and 10 years of my life into building this house,” 
Hicham, the teacher, said with sorrow, as he leafed 
through one of the few books that had not been 
burned or torn apart. He vowed to rebuild his house, 
telling AFP he could no longer afford to rent tempo-
rary accommodation for his family of five. 

But amid the abandoned homes, a new and insidi-
ous danger lurks: Anti-personnel mines and impro-
vised explosive devices (IEDs) that have been laid in 
houses, gardens and along roads. They have been 
hidden in kitchen pantries and toilet cisterns, under 
roof tiles and construction materials, often with two 
or three devices stacked atop one another to make 
de-mining almost impossible. 

Libyan ordnance clearance experts have marked 
high-risk areas with signs and wall inscriptions, but 
the warnings have come too late for many. More than 
30 people have been killed and 60 injured by mines, 
most of them civilians, said the health ministry in 
Tripoli. 

The UN Mission in Libya on May 26 “strongly 
condemned” any use of anti-personnel mines against 
civilians and denounced the “deliberate targeting” of 
non-combatants. Anti-personnel mines are banned by 
an international treaty, although major powers includ-
ing China, Russia and the United States have not 
signed it. The GNA has accused pro-Haftar forces of 
having “mined the houses before leaving them” and 
asked for international assistance to clear them. 

A team of Turkish deminers who arrived in Tripoli 
last week have joined the clearance effort under a 
broader military cooperation agreement signed late 

l a s t 
year 

between the GNA and Ankara. Pro-Haftar forces have 
not commented on accusations they are responsible, 
but unauthenticated videos on social networks have 
shown pro-Haftar fighters preparing explosive 
devices in a house in Salaheddine district. 

General Ahmad Bayou, head of the explosives 
clearance team at the GNA interior ministry, charged 
that pro-Haftar forces had used various methods to 
conceal the mines. The unit’s men had dismantled 
mines and recovered remnants of ammunition from 
five hectares (12 acres) of land. “It is difficult to know 

the extent of the areas south of Tripoli where very 
dangerous and very new mines, of types unknown in 
Libya, have been laid,” Bayou said. For the time being, 
the GNA has suspended the return of families to their 
homes in uncleared areas. 

Meanwhile fighting has continued elsewhere, 
despite ceasefire calls by the US, EU and other for-
eign powers. The resurgent GNA has vowed to 
push on for Sirte, Gaddafi’s hometown and the last 
major settlement before the traditional boundary 
between western Libya and Haftar’s stronghold in 
the east. — AFP 

Landmines spell silent threat  
in Libyan former war zone 

TRIPOLI: A Turkish deminer searches for landmines in the Salah al-Din area south of the Libyan capital 
on Monday. — AFP 


